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The lineage of Tokyo area Chusen dyeing
techniques and designs seen through made
to order items and special made products:
Investigation of materials for the “Special

Exhibition: Tokyo Honzome Chusen

Tenugui and Yukata”
OKUBO Naoko

Based on the contents of the “Special Exhibition: Tokyo Honzome Chusen Tenugui and
Yukata”, this paper aims to reexamine the historical development of Chiisen dyeing in the Tokyo
area since late 19th century, and to concretely show the aspects of the pursuit of designs for
made to order items and special made products, along with the characteristics of the actual
dyeing techniques.

A close examination of documents edited by the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce
during Meiji period clarified some aspects on the historical development of Tokyo area’s Chiisen
dyeing: around the end of the Edo period, tenugui production area was formed in the city of Edo
and this developed into the Chusen dyeing craft industry in Tokyo from the Meiji period.

From the Meiji period tenugui design books and records of made to order production, it was
confirmed that made to order products were already the main business of the Chusen tenugui
industry in Tokyo during the Meiji period. These documents concerning made to order
productions include designs that require delicate line expression and the laborious Hosokawa
dyeing method, revealing the inclination of clients towards elaborate design. These clients were
ready to accept the using techniques that required higher skills, therefore at times an increase
in production expenses.

The pursuit of more precise and delicate dyeing is a distinctive feature of the Tokyo region’s
Chusen dyeing, and this was reflected in its designation as METI-designated traditional craft in
2023.This characteristic was not only brought out by the ideal of meticulous handwork of
Nagaita-chugata dying methods, which was considered an ideal with the application of Chusen
dyeing to yukata fabrics from the Taisho period onwards, but it is also thought to have been
nurtured through efforts to create made to order tenugui that met the preferences of customers.

The majority of orders recorded in the Meiji period were for tenuguis for greeting gifts
ordered by merchants and industrialists. This continued even after the postwar reconstruction
period, peaking in the 1960s, and original designs were highly valued. The tenugui designs of
large corporations overlapped with advertising art from the prewar Showa period through to
the postwar period. However, the quality of the final products depended on the corrections made
on the preparatory drawings by highly skilled artisan designers or stencil makers.

Tenugui design for the greeting gifts orderd by merchants and industrialists are more
diverse, reflecting the personal requests of those who placed the orders. Creating their own
design is also about giving shape to the narrative of their business, their pride, and the things
they value, and for the orderer, this has significance that goes beyond the pursuit of a quality
visual finish.



